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FEMININE INTERVENTION: THE BOSNIAN WAR AND WOMEN’S
ROLES IN INSTIGATING PEACE
Ashly Helfrich
Mentor: Dr. Carol Lilly, Department of History
ABSTRACT
Women played a significant role both during and after the Bosnian conflicts throughout the 1990s,
as they prioritized their continuation of traditional roles in their homes and families, while also
promoting gender equality and women’s roles in peacekeeping processes. Women who were
directly involved in the aftermath of the Bosnian war often reinforced traditional gender
stereotypes through their connections to their roles as mothers and wives, and their emphasis on
the relationship and care of individuals who had been physically and mentally traumatized by the
war. In response to the brutal rapes and human rights violations that occurred during the Bosnian
wars, many women became feminist activists who played a crucial role in prosecuting war
criminals, forming and developing NGOs that prioritized women’s gender equality, and
participating in peace processes through the implementation of United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1325.
INTRODUCTION
Gunshots fired through towns and villages, dents from explosions lined concrete buildings
and sidewalks, and lives were forever changed in Bosnia-Herzegovina in the 1990s. As civil wars
broke out, families were forced to flee their homes and hide from the various forces aiming to
torture and kill them. Women were subject to physical and sexual violence, children were stripped
away from their parents and normal lives, and men were sent to fight for their nation or defend
themselves in other ways. One individual directly affected by the conflict noted that “war changed
people, changed minds, changed everything.” 1 The Bosnian civil wars are still seen as among the
most gruesome and horrific events in modern history. Conflict between Bosnian Muslims, also
known as Bosniaks, and Bosnian Serbs and Croats, often their immediate neighbors, led to targeted
offenses of ethnic cleansing campaigns and warfare. Serb forces laid siege around the capital city
of Sarajevo for nearly four years, throwing shells onto the city below and killing over 10,000
people, including 1,600 children. 2
All three ethnic groups – but especially the Bosniaks, as they were on the “losing” side of
the war – suffered physically, mentally and emotionally, and were impacted for future generations
as individuals struggled to regain their sense of belonging and trust in society. When the war
concluded with the Dayton Accords in November 1995, estimates of those killed or dislocated
were staggering. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees reports that by the war’s
1
Helene Berman, Estella Girón, Rosa Irías, and Antonia Ponce Marroquín. "A Narrative Study of Refugee Women
Who Have Experienced Violence in the Context of War " Canadian Journal of Nursing Research Archive [Online],
Volume 38 Number 4 (1 December 2006), 42.
2
Stephanie M. Dipietro, “Roads Diverged: An Examination of Violent and Nonviolent Pathways in the Aftermath
of the Bosnian War.” Criminology, vol. 57, no. 1, 2018, 80.
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end more than 100,000 Bosnians were killed and 1 million more fled the country as refugees. 3 The
war was accompanied by “virulence, violence and cruelty” and produced an incredibly large
number of victims, both civilian and military, mostly concentrated during the three main years of
the war and the entire country of Bosnia. 4 Women played a particularly important role within the
conflicts; while some fought directly in the conflicts, many had to take on sole responsibility for
their households, families and well-beings all on their own. Moreover, many women were
physically and mentally abused through various tactics of ethnic cleansing and genocide, and were
permanently scarred with the actions they saw committed against their own people.
Women played a significant role both during the war and after the war, through their
continuation of traditional roles in their homes and families, while also promoting gender equality
and women’s roles in peacekeeping processes. Women who were directly involved in the
aftermath of the Bosnian war often reinforced traditional gender stereotypes through their
connections to their roles as mothers and wives, and their emphasis on the relationship and care of
individuals who had been physically and mentally traumatized by the war. Nonetheless, in
response to the brutal rapes and human rights violations that occurred during the Bosnian wars,
many women became feminist activists who played a crucial role in prosecuting war criminals,
forming and developing NGOs that prioritized women’s gender equality, and participating in peace
processes through the implementation of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325.
THE BUILDUP TO WAR
The Bosnian ethnic war was not a quick and immediate occurrence the started up overnight.
Its origins built up over time, as the region of Yugoslavia had a long history of various rulers and
empires being set in place, and it was home to multiple ethnic and religious groups. BosniaHerzegovina itself had been through different structures of society, from the occupation of the
Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires to the leadership of Josip Broz Tito, the famous President
of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). The SFRY consisted of six Republics
(Serbia, Croatia, Montenegro, Slovenia, Macedonia and Bosnia-Herzegovina) that included people
from many different nationalities and religions. These republics were not ethnically homogenous
but often included large numbers of other ethnic minorities living within their borders. 5 For
example, as many as one-quarter of all Serbs and Croats lived outside “their” borders in other
republics of the Federal Yugoslavia. Individual rights for ethnic minorities were guaranteed, and
individuals were able to practice their own religions, with a large population of Muslims residing
in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia and Macedonia. 6
Josip Tito’s death in 1980 put Yugoslavia’s progress toward national and religious
integration onto shaky ground – the loss of Tito meant that the region was without the person who
had been considered the only one capable of holding society together. 7 Yugoslavia without Tito
Ibid, 80.
Raphael Israeli, and Albert Benabou. Savagery in the Heart of Europe: the Bosnian War (1992-1995): Context,
Perspectives, Personal Experiences, and Memoirs. Strategic Book Publishing and Rights Co., 2013, vi.
5
Cynthia Cockburn. From Where We Stand: War, Women’s Activism and Feminist Analysis. London: Zed Books,
2013, 81.
6
Ibid, 81.
7
Jeffrey Scott Passage. “The Collapse Of Yugoslavia And The Bosnian War: The Impact Of International
Intervention In A Regional Conflict.” June 2011, 18.
3
4
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was lacking the foundation of the Communist federation that he had embraced, and it later
collapsed, leading to a civil war as a consequence of many deep-lying issues at the nation’s core,
many of which were economic. Over the years, Yugoslavia’s economic stability had slowly
declined, as loans it had taken out in the 1960s-1970s came due, and conditions from international
institutions fueling these loans contributed to high unemployment rates, larger class inequalities,
and social unrest. 8 One of the largest steps leading to the collapse was the Slovenian government’s
dissatisfaction with the country’s “deeply unequal levels of development” and its suggestion that
more sovereignty be given to individual republics. 9 What began as a transition towards the
decentralization of economic policies in the 1960s accelerated after Tito’s death and the fall of
communism into steadily increasing hopes for autonomy and eventually, independence. The hopes
for national sovereignty by many republics led to a new interest in creating their own nation-states.
In 1990, the first multi-party elections took place, as nationalist parties dominated the voting and
the disintegration of Yugoslavia gained speed and traction. 10 Riots began in several of the nations
and uprisings spread as people began to support independence for their regions. 11
Slovenia became an independent state in June 1991, and Croatia followed soon after. A
combination of a multitude of ethnic groups and the desire to create “pure” nations caused fighting
to break out across the regions. The talks of disintegration and new territories for each state had
made groups increasingly competitive, especially those of Serb and Croat intentions. These nations
wanted to become independent states, in which all members of the nation lived within one state.
Given the complex mixture of peoples within these regions, that could only happen by both
changing boundaries and through the forceful movement of people, otherwise known as ethnic
cleansing. Moreover, both the Serbs and Croats wanted a larger and more secure swathes of
territory for their people, and for each group, the territory of Bosnia-Herzegovina became the
desired spot, forcing the Bosniaks to be left without regard. 12 Both the Serbs and Croats sought to
craft an ethnically pure state, both vilified Bosnian and other Yugoslav Muslims living in the
territories they desired. This explicit refusal to accept a diverse population throughout the region
posed one of the most difficult tasks to fully achieve. In contrast, the Bosniaks explicitly opted in
favor of a diverse population for Bosnia-Herzegovina, and were the only national group to do so.
Once war broke out, Serbian leader, Slobodan Milosevic, was partial to the tactics for
ethnic cleansing and wanted Serb minorities to rule all of the nations they existed in. Milosevic
based his power on an ultranationalist platform, in which he anticipated Serbian superiority over
all other existing Balkan ethnic groups. To exemplify this, Milosevic preached for hostility towards
non-Serb groups and combined this hostility with his extreme right ideology. 13 Serbia intervened
militarily in Croatia to support an insurrection by the Serb minority there, resulting in 20,000
deaths and a third of a million displaced persons. 14 Milosevic also had a say in the conflicts in
Bosnia, as he controlled the Yugoslav national army and supported Bosnian Serbs in a murderous
program of ethnic cleansing to clear northern and eastern Bosnia for a virtually Serb population.15
Cockburn, 81.
Passage, 20.
10
Cockburn, 81.
11
Israeli, and Benabou, 17.
12
Cockburn, 81.
13
Joshua Kepkay. "Gendercide in Bosnian War." On Politics 5, no. 1 (2011), 70.
14
Cockburn, 82.
15
Ibid, 82.
8
9
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Milosevic’s connection to ethnocentrism led to the extremist military strategies that characterized
the conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 16
THE BOSNIAN WARS 1992-1995
A full-scale war broke out in April 1992, including propaganda tactics and press censorship
to further divide the population. Minority populations were expelled or killed, concentration camps
were implemented for those who were captured, human rights violations and plundering took place
in many cities, and warfare took over the society that people had come to call home. BosniaHerzegovina was split into different factions; after 1994, Serbs were on one side, with Croats and
Bosnian Muslims on the other. 17 The Bosnian capital of Sarajevo was also split. Under the
direction of Milosevic and other Bosnian Serb leaders such as Radovan Karadzic, Serbs had the
resources of an established army at their disposal, allowing them to control over two-thirds of the
territory of Bosnia-Herzegovina. 18 The war was characterized by large-scale attacks on entire
swathes of people; a large proportion of Bosniaks were forcibly removed from their homes and
were ethnically cleansed.
Cities were under complete control by military forces trying to physically expel Bosniaks.
Although the Bosnian forces and government tried to defend their territory, the Serb forces were
much too powerful. The countryside quickly became littered with land mines, smoke from burning
homes, and mass graves. The capital of Sarajevo continued to be the center of many rocket, mortar
and sniper attacks. Thousands of people transitioned into life as refugees, as their homes were
unlivable, and their city streets were known as “Sniper Alley.” 19 Hundreds of thousands of
Bosniaks and Croats were driven from their homes; many left the country, while others inhabited
smaller towns in hopes of lessening their chances of being attacked. Several proposals for peace
and ceasefires were introduced but refused by the Serbs, as they did not want to give up any
territory.
One of the most horrifying atrocities of the war was the Srebrenica massacre, when
thousands of Bosniaks and refugees were killed after a Serb attack on a camp of more than 60,000
people. 20 Although the United Nations was supposed to be monitoring the small village, not
enough protection was enforced when Serb forces attacked the village, committing one of the most
notorious events of the Bosnian wars. Women and girls were sent away to Bosnian territory, with
many being raped or sexually assaulted in the process. The men and boys left behind were held at
Srebrenica, either being killed immediately or sent to sites of mass killings, similar to what was
known from the genocides of World War II. Over 7,000 lives were lost in the attack on Srebrenica
– the single most genocidal act of the Balkans in the 1990s – and the United Nations and other

Kepkay, 69.
“Bosnian Genocide.” History.com, A&E Television Networks, 14 Oct. 2009,
https://www.history.com/topics/1990s/bosnian-genocide.
18
“Bosnian Genocide.” History.com, A&E Television Networks, 14 Oct. 2009,
https://www.history.com/topics/1990s/bosnian-genocide.
19
Alan Taylor, “20 Years Since The Bosnian War,” The Atlantic (Atlantic Media Company, April 13, 2012),
https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2012/04/20-years-since-the-bosnian-war/100278/.
20
Ivo H. Daalder, “Decision to Intervene: How the War in Bosnia Ended,” Brookings (Brookings, July 28, 2016),
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/decision-to-intervene-how-the-war-in-bosnia-ended/.
16
17
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Western nations were criticized for failing to secure the area from the murderers. 21 The event of
Srebrenica captured the eyes of an international audience and led to more interference and action
from the militaries of NATO.
This conflict continued on an unprecedented scale for several more years, causing many
lives to be permanently impacted. In August of 1995, NATO began air strikes against the Bosnian
Serb troops, and these air strikes later prompted the meeting of Bosnian Muslim President Alija
Izetbegovic, Croatian President Franjo Tudjman and Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic to
agree on a U.S.-brokered peace deal in Dayton, Ohio. 22 The war did not conclude until a ceasefire
was established – the Dayton Peace Accords – in 1995. International presence was brought into
the nation to continue peace. Several new countries were created as a result: Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovenia and Macedonia. 23 The victims were estimated to be
200,00 people across the region, and between 4.5 and 5 million people were uprooted from their
homes and the lives they had been familiar with. 24 Although the gunshots and the bombings had
stopped rumbling the cities and countryside, lives were forever changed.
WAR’S EFFECT ON WOMEN
Every individual in Bosnia-Herzegovina and the former Yugoslavia during the time of
conflict had some connection to the war, whether it was fighting on the frontlines or serving one’s
community at home. Throughout the duration of the Bosnian war, thousands of men left their
homes and their families to fight for their beliefs, whether it was for Bosnian independence or for
the nationalism of Greater Croatia or Serbia. Men – as well as some women – were involved
directly in the conflict, through sniping rampages, bombings, kidnappings, and other violent
tactics. However, those fighting were not the only individuals who were massively impacted by
the conflicts. Women had roles both on the frontlines of war, as well as behind the scenes, with
their work inside and outside of the homes.
Economically, women played a major role within society; they were crucial to the
continuation of industry and production while men were fighting. Women in the former
Yugoslavia had a long history of participating in political, economic and civil spheres of society,
albeit on a less-than-equal balance with men. 25 After the Second World War, women in these areas
were encouraged to teach courses, perform “communal work,” and serve as nurses for the weak
and injured. This trend continued on after the Second World War and into the conflict of the 1990s
in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Many women found themselves as head of agricultural households due to
the loss of their husbands, either as temporary soldiers or permanent war casualties. This task was
increasingly difficult, as women often had to deal with the loss and impairment of their property

Daalder.
Ibid.
23
Colette Daiute. International Perspectives on Youth Conflict and Development. New York: Oxford University
Press, 2006, 58.
24
Cockburn, 82.
25
Julie Mertus, and Olja Hocevar van. Wely. Womens Participation in the International Criminal Tribunal for the
Former Yugoslavia (ICTY): Transitional Justice for Bosnia and Herzegovina. Washington, DC: Hunt Alternatives
Fund, 2004, 6.
21
22
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from the use of land mines, difficulty of selling agricultural goods and their destroyed livestock.26
In addition to financial gain for their household, women were also responsible for creating
stability within their lives for their families. They were held accountable for being responsive and
proactive to the conflict while also continuing their roles as mothers, wives, and friends. 27 Other
times, mothers had to flee their homes with their children in tow, running to refugee camps or other
areas without familiar resources. Often times mothers were separated from their children, and lost
connections with those they knew who were fighting. Wives had no contact with their husbands
who were fighting; these women were constantly worrying without any comfort or protection
about their husbands’ well-being and safety. 28 They knew many of their husbands were in
concentration camps, being beaten and tortured, and they lived with physical and emotional scars
of that in the aftermath of the war. 29
Women also experienced difficulties during the war with their personal relationships, as
the war caused friends and neighbors to go against each other in the form of betrayal and violence.
The women from Bosnia noted that this betrayal made it more difficult to establish further
relationships, which added to their sense of isolation and loneliness. These tattered interactions
increased the traumatic emotions of displacement, fear, and physical hardship for women
throughout the nation, which in turn affected their relationships with family and friends, ones that
they used to cherish. 30
Most famously, of course, women were subject to many forms of violence throughout the
duration of the conflicts. During the Bosnian Wars, Serbs repeatedly raped captive Bosnian women
in notorious rape camps until they were pregnant and could not get an abortion; the goal was to
instigate pregnancies of mixed ethnicities to intermingle bloodlines and permanently alter Bosnian
ethnic identity. 31 Mass rape had been used as a tactic of ethnic cleansing and genocide in the
Bosnian conflict, adding to a gender coding of “nation-as-woman and woman-as nation.” 32 This
sustained the belief that women were the sole creators of the nation and that the way to create the
desired nation was to choose the genetics of children by forcing pregnancies upon women through
rape. Milosevic specifically wrote forms ethnic cleansing into official policy to effectively
contribute to genocide; his mandate provided Serb citizens and military forces with the option to
rape and pillage women and their nation, as well as murder their men to secure economic benefits
to favor those of Serbian ethnic background. 33 He promoted this tactic to accomplish two military
goals: humiliation of the enemy and ethnic destruction. Thus, Bosnia-Herzegovina had one of the
highest per capita rates of rape and forced impregnation in history. 34

Angela Raven-Roberts. “Women and the Political Economy of War.” Essay. In Women and Wars, 43.
Cambridge: Polity, 2017.
27
Swanee Hunt. This Was Not Our War: Bosnian Women Reclaiming the Peace. Durham: Duke University Press,
2011, 67.
28
Hunt, 61.
29
Berman, Girón, Irías, and Ponce Marroquín, 36.
30
Ibid, 44.
31
Carol Cohn, and Cynthia H. Enloe. Women and Wars. Cambridge: Polity, 2017, 63.
32
Cohn, and Enloe, 14.
33
Kepkay, 70.
34
Laura Sjoberg. Gender, War, and Conflict. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2016, 76.
26
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Thus, Yugoslavia quickly became a politically-driven masculine space where women’s
bodies were considered territory to be conquered by rape. 35 Women described feeling “caged,
trapped, or hunted – like animals” as they were forced to follow the commands of soldiers who
were using them against their will for pleasure and as a tactic of war. 36 Women were used as
objects for the soldiers to manipulate throughout the war, as physical and sexual violence were
frequently used as a means of ethnic cleansing.
Women had to overcome this humiliation and mistrust long after the war had ended.
Systematic rape was used against them as a massive weapon of aggression, and some even noted
that the nation of Bosnia-Herzegovina itself was being “gang-raped.” 37 The relationship between
the literal raping of Bosnian women and the metaphorical raping of the nation proved difficult to
forget:
“Raping “the nation’s women” is not only an act of violence against individual women; it
also works to install a disempowered masculinity as constitutive of the identities of the
nation’s men. The interconnection between the individual/collective and the
national/gendered might also be illustrated by the way that a woman impregnated by rape
can be represented as a passive ‘national’ container of the child imagined to be the future
bearer of the rapist’s nationality. In this way, an individual rape can be read for its
collective, national significance through the complex sign of the child’s future identity as
an embodiment of the enemy state.” 38
The patriarchal culture of the former Yugoslavia was reinforced through these actions, making
women retreat to their reproductive roles as the “carriers of culture,” 39 which also furthered the
actions of the feminist movements that sought to move forward from these inexplicable acts
against the female population.
As homes were targeted and towns were destroyed, mothers were the beacons of hope for
their children and family members. One Serb mother had lamented, “children live among ruins.
The moment you get out of your house you become aware of where you live. These wounds won’t
disappear.” 40 Another mother described her attempts to hide her fear and stress from her family:
“We did our best to hide our feelings from our children. My husband was in prisoners’
camp, and in the daytime, I was pretending that everything was all right. I was smiling,
spending time with my children. Everybody asked me: ‘How do you manage to do that?’
But nobody knows what my nights were like. I used to smoke a pack of cigarettes a day. I
didn’t sleep at night. But I never let my children feel that. That’s why I don’t think my
children experience any severe trauma. They know what happened and have their own
Cynthia Cockburn. “Against the Odds: Sustaining Feminist Momentum in Post-War Bosnia-Herzegovina.”
Womens Studies International Forum 37 (2013), 69.
36
Ibid, 61.
37
Sjoberg, 78.
38
Ibid, 78.
39
Pamela DeLargy. “Sexual Violence and Women’s Health in War.” Essay. In Women and Wars, 63. Cambridge:
Polity, 2017.
40
Daiute, 60.
35
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attitude towards ethnicity issues, but, as I said, we tried to protect them as much as we
could.” 41
Additionally, women around the nation often took in children who were orphaned by the war,
contributing to more economic and mental stresses on the households.
In an effort to overcome the psychological trauma and toils of war, many women turned to
activism and increased amounts of feminism to overcome the psychological trauma and toils of
war. These women found a sisterhood with others who shared similar experiences; women saw
nationalism and militarism as efforts to modify femininity for ethnic and political gain. 42 They
connected with other women to learn how to deal with feelings of belonging, displacement,
alienation and loss, which also created a foundation for the future of women’s peacekeeping and
organizational missions. Women were seen traditionally as nurturers, peacemakers and
antinationalists; the war allowed them to extend their domestic roles into activism on a wider scale.
The governing system allowed women to work, be mothers and partisan heroines, but many
feminists who wanted to break the socialist status quo did not see this inclusion as sufficient to
achieve their anticipated standards of political participation and support for women. 43
Breaking the status quo was a more radical approach, and a small number of women
actually followed these more radical ideas. The majority of women in Bosnia, however, accepted
the roles as mothers and wives that they had been “destined” to pursue throughout their traditional
roles. Although some noticed the inconsistency between men’s and women’s equality and rights,
women had to continue to move forward after the conflict to show their strength for their family
and friends. They treated life as it had been before the war, confirming their virtually permanent
roles behind the men of society.
Wartime reports and news stories featuring evidence of widespread rape and sexual
violence against women throughout the Balkans caught the attention of the general public and the
international community. There was a newfound sense of pressure towards leaders of Balkan
nations to “do something” in response. 44 In February 1993, the United Nations Security Council
later issued Resolution 808, “expressing ‘grave concern’ over the ‘treatment of Muslim women in
the former Yugoslavia’ and declaring that ‘an international tribunal shall be established for the
prosecution of persons responsible for serious violations of international humanitarian law
committed in the territory of the former Yugoslavia since 1991.” 45 As a result, in May of 1993, a
historic Tribunal, the ICTY, emerged, and hosted its response from international and indigenous
NGOs to discuss prominent gender concerns and issues of sexual violence throughout the duration
of the war.
The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) did not only deal
with war crimes that took place during the Balkan conflicts, such as mass rape, genocide and forced
Ibid, 66.
Cockburn, 88.
43
Zilka Spahić-Šiljak. “Do It and Name It: Feminist Theology and Peace Building in Bosnia and Herzegovina.”
Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 29, no. 2 (2013), 176.
44
Mertus, and Hocevar van. Wely, 4.
45
Ibid, 4.
41
42
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prostitution. 46 It also focused on ensuring worldwide participation, adding language for gender
equity, promoting prosecution of wartime rape, using historical events as a means for popular
education and to raise awareness, ending impunity for sexual violence, and providing a model for
treatment of gender issues. 47
THE AFTERMATH
After the war, Bosnia then became the center of discussion within the local and
international community to decide how to regrow the nation after such horrendous times. Swanee
Hunt notes that:
“What is foul must be uncovered, acknowledged and examined so that new life can grow
and replace the decay. Postwar Bosnia faces a long list of immense challenges as it emerges
from not only the war but also decades of communism. Its controlled economy resulted in
a lack of entrepreneurial experience and no intrinsic incentive for testing new ventures. A
political power structure that quashed opposition produced a passive electorate. A network
of state-run social programs bred psychological dependence. Fear of an extensive secret
police force discouraged citizen-led initiatives. A tradition of political favors created a
society in which marketeering and corruption are rife. Add to these challenges half the
population displaced; 60 percent of housing stock destroyed; utilities, factories, and
transportation systems heavily damaged; and the tremendous toll of war trauma. It’s
remarkable that Bosnians are moving forward as well as they are.” 48
Bosnia and Herzegovina struggled to regain traction to grow the nation back from the dust as it
started from the bottom; the post-war consequences for the nation as a whole were numerous, and
Bosnia continued to suffer long after the last gunshot had sounded. Bosnia-Herzegovina was torn
apart, with Sarajevo being nearly completely destroyed from the fighting that had targeted the
capital city. The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe found that “nearly half of
women had property seriously damaged or destroyed, nearly two-thirds of women had a spouse or
family member who took part in the fighting, and for almost 48 percent it was not possible to find
work.” 49 In the months and years after the conflict had ended, women attempted to move on – they
tried to reclaim their “normal” lifestyles before the war. The Dayton Peace Accords mainly focused
on creating peace between the differing ethnic groups and nations affected by war, but it
additionally attempted to make amends between the men and women who had been affected
throughout the Bosnian conflicts. However, according to Cynthia Cockburn, this process further
“reinforced patriarchal relations of power and traditional gender roles in BiH through the
subjugation of women, and established a peace that is far from gender-just.” 50 Politics were
unchanged, as women accounted for only about 2 percent of those who were elected to the Bosnian
House of Representatives just before the Dayton Peace Accords were enacted. 51

Kepkay, 80.
Mertus, and Hocevar van. Wely, 5.
48
Hunt, 120.
49
Riada Asimovic Akyol. “For Bosnian Women, No Justice-and No Seats.” Foreign Policy, October 3, 2019.
50
Cockburn, 27.
51
Ibid, 27.
46
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Many women also sought to reenter the workforce, yet, jobs were hard to find as BosniaHerzegovina had few resources in comparison to the years before the war. Those who did find jobs
often prioritized keeping their husbands higher than themselves, and accepted low-paying and lowskill jobs to avoid “upstaging” their husbands; through this practice, traditional gender roles were
further reinforced and sustained. 52 There was still a male dominance in the party, the state, and the
home; women remarked that the socialist revolution had not altered the familial component, as
men continued to run the household and women preserved their role as completing domestic
tasks. 53 Women were still servants of the families, and those feminists who decided to speak out
against this were quickly sidelined as “man-haters.” 54
Although women were impacted on a level that was personally felt even without directly
fighting, men also had to recover from the abrupt changes that plagued their lives for those several
years. The traditional family structure had been impacted as men abruptly were sent to fight at the
frontlines or were sent to concentration camps and mothers were left behind to take care of the
home both inside and outside of its walls. 55 Families were deeply impacted for years, disrupting
their familiar roles and leading to the fragmentation of families. 56 Once the men returned from
war, they were frustrated, unemployed and traumatized, and the nation’s economic situation –
characterized by poverty, joblessness, and the lack of prospects – provided “fertile ground” for the
gap between men and women in all aspects of society to continue. 57
While women lost certain individuals from their past due to distrust, many others had
passed away throughout the conflict, leaving those women without husbands, fathers, sons,
brothers, and many other loved ones. For many, “death was the ultimate alteration, leaving women
with only memories when even photo albums were claimed by the war.” 58 Such a widespread
amount of loss and grief that many women faced was difficult to overcome. The leftover space in
many women’s hearts and lives made them seek new connections, something meaningful and
fresh. They needed to maintain strength for their families, whether the men in their family had
passed away or not. Women supported men as they made the gradual transition away from the
traumatic times of war and towards life they knew before the war. The nation needed help to
continue on, and many individuals and groups made it their priority to assist in the rebuilding of a
nation that deserved a second chance.
To coincide with their strength, women played a large role in the process of indicting,
apprehending and bringing criminals to trial before the ICTY. Individuals such as Slobodan
Milosevic, Radislav Krstic, Dragoljub Kunarac, Radomir Kovac, Zoran Vukovic, and various
other Bosnian Serb fighters were brought to the international court and were charged with the
crimes that permanently affected millions of lives across the Balkans. 59 Without the vigor and
testimony of these women, the leaders who had committed such heinous acts against humanity
would have potentially gotten away unharmed, allowing for their actions to be considered tolerable
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and acceptable within their communities. Women stepped out of their comfort zone to share
graphic details of how these leaders and individuals had traumatized them, despite the memories
of being conquered and humiliated yet again by males.
Women were brought to the forefront of the discussions of the Tribunal, which further
marked a signification shift in the way that international courts and organizations thought about
the inclusion of women and gender expertise among staff members and female witnesses and
testimonies. 60 There was also a higher priority on truly aiming to eradicate and properly punish
crimes of wartime rape and sexual violence, and also to include local and national women’s
organizations who were familiar with the damaging effects of these types of actions. Kepkay notes
that:
“The strength of the women who survived and forced themselves to testify against their
tormentors, despite the inhumane physical and psychological torture they endured, helped
bring justice to victims everywhere. Many remain upset, they feel robbed of justice because
Milosevic was never officially sentenced for his crimes in Croatia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, and Kosovo, though he did not die a free man… The ICTY announced
numerous sentences for war crimes and Judges set new precedents designed to protect
women from future injustices.” 61
In 1995, after the Dayton Peace Accords were signed and the fighting ceased, many
activists throughout the region formed non-governmental organizations designed to reinvigorate
and restore Bosnia and Herzegovina to its previous level of societal capacity. They wanted Bosnia
to be accepted on an international sphere as a state able to successfully recover after such a
gruesome and patronizing conflict. These post-conflict reconstruction plans reverted back to
historical ways, in that gender equality was not prioritized, and women’s involvement was
sidelined. 62 NGOs had not existed in Socialist Yugoslavia. This was due to the services that NGOs
now provide were already being provided by the government. There was also no space in the
political sphere for the development and implementation of civil society groups and organizations.
In the absence of gender equality throughout the first stages of reconstruction plans, more than 100
organizations in the region formed the Stability Pact Gender Task Force (SPGTF) to further
develop awareness of this equality. 63
During and after the war, women across the Balkans then became further engaged in the
discussion of gender-power aspects of the conflict and patterns of gender-based violence, which
had been seen throughout the duration of the conflict. In postwar Bosnia-Herzegovina, women
desired to be a part of something bigger and more meaningful than just being tied to their home,
and thus worked for the creation of women’s NGOs. In Bosnia before and after the war, social
activity was often gender segregated, in that women were expected to engage with other women
more than in mixed-gender groups. Men were able to enjoy their own dominated areas, such as
politics, business or sports, while women created bonds with each other in settings of socializations
where it was acceptable for them to meet. Women’s NGOs were consequently formed under the
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foundation as groups of women who were concerned with changing established gender
hierarchies. 64 Bosnian women’s NGOs became the core participants in networks of organizations,
donors, and officials committed to positively changing the perspective on reconciliation. 65 These
participations were channeled into transnational networks, both domestically and internationally. 66
The mobilization of strategic and lobbying efforts of women’s groups was aided by a
communications revolution and the power of the Internet, increased financial resources, and years
of organizations. This mobilization allowed women’s rights advocates to prepare for a widespread
campaign on a global scale. 67 Although women who organized these groups pursued many
“political” goals, they were still careful to make these activities seem unbiased, humanitarian in
nature, and also connected them to their roles as mothers and wives. 68 Many of the organizations
were designed to promote women’s rights and provide them with more opportunities to make a
name for themselves within a society that was starting nearly from scratch.
The first women’s NGO in Bosnia-Herzegovina was Medica Zenica, established in 1993. 69
Run by local women, Medica offered outpatient gynecological services and inpatient therapeutic
care for those who were physically and mentally scarred by the violent attacks on women
throughout the nation. 70 Patients ranged in age from teenagers to elderly women, and were not
only survivors of rape, but also emotional, psychological and physical violence. The staff,
comprised solely of Bosnians, were also war survivors, “many of them deeply traumatized by their
recent past.” 71 Women were helping both women and men, as they were indirectly helping
Bosnia’s men by working to rehabilitate and restore their wives, mothers, daughters and partners.
The Autonomous Women’s Centre (AWC), combined with the interactions of Women in Black
and the Women’s Studies Centre were able to further give attention to female survivors of sexual
violence and provide an emphasis on individual relationship and care, reinforcing maternal
instincts of caring for those who needed it most, a logic rooted in patriarchy. 72
Other organizations included The Center for Legal Aid to Women – a group that provided
free legal assistance and trained female lawyers – as well as Udruzene Zene, a program that
“illustrated the diversity of projects that women’s organizations undertake within a mandate of
women’s rights and democracy.” 73 Overall, the activities of these women’s organizations focused
on the areas of democracy and human rights, education and training, microcredit and income
generation, and psychosocial support and health. 74 In 2002, 75 NGOs formed the Coalition for
Gender Equality, which campaigned for the enactment of the Law on Gender Equality and other
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gender equality processes. 75 This group of women wanted to have women’s NGOs included as
representatives in the legislation of the Law on Gender Equality, as a larger step in creating an
accepting an equal playing field for both genders within these sorts of discussions. One of the
largest areas that these women’s NGOs sought to improve was the action of peacekeeping efforts
and women’s involvement in them. This focus on peacekeeping created an emphasis for the future
UN Security Council Resolution 1325.
Peacekeeping had become one of the priorities after the Bosnian war concluded. Riada
Akyol notes that “in major peace processes between 1992 and 2017, women made up just 3 percent
of mediators, 3 percent of witnesses and signatories, and 9 percent of negotiators” in Bosnia. 76 In
fact, there were no women among the negotiators, mediators, or signatories of the internationally
accepted Dayton Agreement in 1995 that ended the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina. One woman noted
that “we can’t evade it, we have to work with men.” 77 Women’s organizations were initially
optimistic about the passage of a peacemaking resolution, as they believed that it would be seen
as beneficial throughout the Balkans where women still held few positions of formal decisionmaking legitimacy. 78 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, adopted on October 31,
2000, was a landmark resolution on women, peace and security that reaffirms the important role
of women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts, peace negotiations, peace-building,
peacekeeping, humanitarian response and in post-conflict reconstruction and stresses the
importance of their equal participation and full involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and
promotion of peace and security.
Resolution 1325 urged all actors to increase the participation of women and incorporate
gender perspectives in all United Nations peace and security efforts. It also called on all parties to
conflict to take special measures to protect women and girls from gender-based violence,
particularly rape and other forms of sexual abuse, in situations of armed conflict. The resolution
provided a number of important operational mandates, with implications for Member States and
the entities of the United Nations system. 79 Irvine notes that UNSCR 1325 “gave the newly
established regional women’s organizations a tool to pressure the public, political parties and
national governments into including more women in politics and policy-making through gender
quotas, gender equity legislation and gender agencies.” 80 The adoption of UNSCR 1325 was
believed to be a major win for Bosnian women’s NGOs, as they had already become very well
organized throughout the country and had links to other entities. There was a newfound importance
on increased participation, improved security and access to transnational justice. 81
About 20 NGOs from different regions of Bosnia and Herzegovina collaborated to
implement UNSCR 1325 and advocate for its introduction as a norm for future policy
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construction. 82 These groups immediately recognized the first Security Council Resolution on
Women, Peace and Security as an way to finally campaign for their demands on incorporating
gender perspectives and women’s rights into conflict prevention, peacekeeping, conflict resolution
and peace-building. 83 Since the implementation of UNSCR 1325 into the United Nations
framework, many NGOs in Bosnia and Herzegovina aimed to raise public awareness about the
resolution. Various NGOs in Bosnia carried out projects to continue to advance the acceptance of
the norm of gender, peace and security equality into the policies of Bosnia and international
nations. 84 Organizations such as the Gender Equality Agency of Bosnia and Hercegovina, Žene
Ženama, and the various Gender Centers around the region, helped integrate conversations about
gender into public policy creation. 85 The inclusion of gender equality in peacemaking and
peacekeeping discussions also contributed to the interest of women’s groups being involved in the
prosecution of individuals who perpetrated violent attacks in the war.
CONCLUSION
The brave and stoic women of Bosnia went through many challenges before, during and
after the war. Traditional gender roles were their duties; they cared for their homes, their families
and their well-beings, despite the many other trials going on around them. They sought to be
established members of society as active participants in NGOs, international institutions and
peacekeeping efforts. Many of these ideas became reality for Bosnian women, as they subtly, yet
boldly, became members of their own nation and had their voices heard on a larger scale than ever
before. Bosnian women worked to show their male counterparts respectfully that they had the
skills and advantages to becoming involved on a political scale. While these women reinforced
traditional gender stereotypes through their relationships as nurturing mothers, wives, daughters
and friends, they also made a name for themselves and their female counterparts across the country
through their pivotal focus on societal gender equality in peacekeeping and other important
processes. The Bosnian wars created a form of feminism on a higher level than before the wars, as
women stood against human rights violations and aimed to create a better life for their future
families.
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